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Biographical Memoirs
Colonel Craig, an Ayrshire landowner, were brought up by a rather austere grandmother who was keen on religious instruction, which might account for his fluency in quoting scripture.
He was educated in Glasgow, first at the Academy and then at the University which he attended from 1906 to 1913, graduating in both science and medicine. In his time student life had a brilliancy and gaiety which has never been surpassed. Elliot and his life-long friend Osborn Mavor (James Bridie the dramatist) who also graduated in medicine, were in the centre of it all. They collaborated in running the the students' magazine, which each for a time edited. Elliot was prominent in the Union debates which are conducted on the model of the House of Commons. He was President of the Socialist Society while James Maxton, who later became the leader of the Clydeside 'Reds' and was imprisoned for sedition in the 1914-18 war, was President of the Conservative Society. In these debates both Elliot and Maxton served their apprenticeship for their subsequent political careers.
While taking a science course Elliot became interested in research in the Physiology Department under the late Professor Noel Paton, F.R.S., and Professor Cathcart, F.R.S., where investigations on the physiology of nutrition were carried out by about half a dozen post-graduate research workers, and a few of the younger surgeons and physicians fitting in some research with their hospital and teaching duties. After graduating in science and while still in his medical course, Elliot was a frequent visitor to the laboratories, sometimes offering to help in the experiments and often offering suggestions. One of the investigations was on the etiology of rickets. He suggested that the research limited to the experiments on dogs kept under artificial conditions might be extended to farm animals living in natural conditions. He thought that 'bent leg' in sheep which he had observed on his father's farm on animals grazing on certain pastures under natural conditions was a form of rickets. Later, at the Rowett Institute, he had a free hand in investigating rickets and other deficiency diseases in sheep and other farm animals.
When an Officers' Training Corps was established at Glasgow University in 1908, Elliot was one of the first recruits, and when the war broke out in 1914 he immediately left his post as House Surgeon in the Western Infirmary and joined the Royal Scots Greys, a cavalry regiment, as a medical officer. He served in France and was awarded the Military Gross and Bar for conspicuous gallantry in action. After the war he continued his connexion with the army in the Reserve of Officers and in the 1939-45 war was Director of Public Relations at the War Office.
In December 1918 he was elected Conservative M.P. for North Lanark. He lost his seat in the 1923 election but was elected in 1924 for the Kelvingrove Division of Glasgow which he continued to represent, except for a short period when he represented the Scottish Universities, until his death in 1958, a political life of 40 years.
W alter E lliot
As an ordinary back bencher politics was insufficient to allow his mental energies full play. He renewed his interest in research, and during the recesses of Parliament spent most of his time at the Rowett Institute in Aberdeen which in 1920 was just being established with a small staff of junior workers in a temporary building.
At that time research in nutrition had entered on a new phase. Before the war it had been confined almost exclusively to energy exchange and the metabolism of proteins, fats and carbohydrates, the 'proximate principles' of food. Food requirements and food values were determined by physical and chemical methods. It was assumed that if people had sufficient food to satisfy hunger, the requirements of the body would be met. When Sir Frederick Gowland Hopkins put this assumption to the biological test in which animals were fed on all the known purified constituents, he concluded that in their natural condition there were unknown food constituents which he called 'accessory factors' essential for health. The practical importance of this discovery began to be realized when the investigations of Eijkman, of Grijns who first used the term 'deficiency disease' and Funk who coined the term 'vitamin', showed that the etiology of beri-beri was to be found not in the presence of a toxic factor but in the deficiency of a constituent of food in its natural state.
When the younger research workers in the physiology of nutrition returned from the 1914-18 war, they found that research on energy exchange and metabolism of the energy yield constituent of food had been largely replaced by the exciting work on vitamins which was revealing the etiology of prevalent deficiency diseases.
The Director of the Rowett Institute which was established in 1919 for research on the nutrition of farm animals, thought that grazing animals, and even those in confinement which were fed on whole grain or offal rich in vitamins, might be more liable to suffer from deficiency of minerals than of vitamins. So while doing some work on vitamins to keep in touch with the most important developments in research, he directed the main effort on mineral requirements, a subject almost completely neglected in the enthusiasm on vitamins.
In 1921 Elliot and the writer who had both been at the war but had not seen each other since 1914, happened to meet in London and spent the evening discussing the recent advances in nutrition. Elliot became interested and was invited to come to the Institute and do some research work during the long Parliamentary recess. He found a small, young, inexperienced staff, uninhibited by orthodox ideas, working in an ill-equipped temporary laboratory. His first investigation was on the calcium requirement of the pig, an animal whose very rapid rate of growth makes it of special value in dietary deficiencies. As there was no technical assistance he had to feed and look after the pig himself, collecting and analyzing the excreta. He com plained, humorously, that he never thought he would be reduced to being a valet to a pig. The result of that and other experiments he wrote up in a 75 j6 Biographical Memoirs brilliant thesis for a D.Sc. degree, accorded in 1923, which was remarkable more for the novel ideas for further research than for the data he had accumulated.
Elliot's mind, however, ranged wider than animals in metabolic cages. The Institute had begun to investigate the mineral content of pastures, by far the most important food of ruminants. This research had been further stimulated by the work of Sir Arnold Theiler and Dr Harry Green, who, by the way, was a fellow student with Elliot in the Physiology Department in Glasgow University. After a long, fruitless search for a toxic factor in lamsickte, a disease of grazing cattle in South Africa, they discovered it was due to deficiency of phosphorus in the pastures and could be cured by feeding phosphorus-rich substances or inorganic phosphates.
Elliot co-operated in pasture research with great enthusiasm. With the late T. B. Wood, F.R.S., Director of the Nutrition Research Institute at Cambridge, and the Director of the Rowett Institute, he drew up a pro gramme of research to determine (a) the seasonal variation and ( ) the effect of fertilizers on the chemical composition of pastures, the collection of samples of pasture in different areas sent to Cambridge or the Rowett for chemical analysis and the effect of the addition of mineral salts administered as salt licks on grazings or added to the rations of sheep on experiments in confinement.
After he was given office in 1924 he had little leisure to take an active part in research but he continued to take a lively interest in it. In 1926 a political event gave him the opportunity to exercise his flair for promoting investiga tions. Mr Stanley Baldwin, the then Prime Minister, had found it impossible to get imperial preference by tariffs on food imports, and as an alternative established the now defunct Empire Marketing Board with an income of £1 000 000 to promote trade in agricultural products within the Empire. £250000 of the fund was set aside to promote agricultural research on an Empire basis.
Elliot was the leading figure in this research committee which with great gusto initiated highly speculative investigations. It was inevitable that pasture research would get a boost. The Civil Research Committee of the Cabinet was induced to set up a sub-committee of experts to consider and report on the relationship between the mineral content of pastures and their nutritive value. The sub-committee with Elliot as Chairman included Sir Walter Fletcher, F.R.S., Secretary of the Medical Research Council, the Directors of the Nutrition Research Institute at Cambridge and Aberdeen. The Committee made grants to Research Institutes and Department of Agriculture in different parts of the Empire and did a little towards co ordinating the work by getting the senior workers to visit each other. The expansion of this investigation led to the elimination of several diseases due to minerals, diseases of economic importance in pastoral areas especially in Australia and New Zealand, where some of the most important work was done. This, one of the many investigations promoted by the E.M.B., is specially referred to, because it was the one with which he was most directly concerned.
The E.M.B. with so much money to spend on speculative investigations was too good to last. It was replaced in 1933 by the Imperial Bureau of Agriculture, now the Commonwealth Bureau, financed by grants from all Governments in the Commonwealth. The most important work of this Bureau is the publication of Agricultural Research Abstracting Journals which are now the leading and in some cases the only international abstracting journals in their subject.
With the abolition of the E.M.B., Elliot's direct contact with agricultural research came to an end. In 1932 he had attained Cabinet rank as Minister for Agriculture and later as Minister for Health and Secretary of State for Scotland, and his official duties left no leisure for scientific pursuits.
As a Minister he was able to apply his knowledge of food and agriculture to practical ends. For example, an experiment financed by the E.M.B. in 1927, on 1500 school children in Scotland, on the nutritive value of milk showed a striking improvement in health and physique of those receiving milk, especially in the children of poor families, of whom there were many because of the massive unemployment. Elliot put a bill through Parliament enabling local authorities to provide cheap or free milk to schools, a measure which was later extended to England.
In the early 1930's when the price of agriculture products was so low that many farmers were going bankrupt he established the Agricultural Marketing Board for the better organization of marketing farm products and stabilizing prices. The Boards helped farmers to get better prices and were of great value to Lord Woolton in carrying through his wartime food policy.
In 1940 Elliot left the Ministry of Health for work at the War Office as Director of Public Relations. After the 1939-45 war he never held office. He became a highly respected and influential elder statesman taking part in debates on major issues. He was sent by the Government as leader of delega tions to Commonwealth Parliaments and to advise on the setting up of universities in West Africa. He was Vice-President of the Parliamentary Association for World Government and as a friend of Dr Weismann was interested in the establishment and development of Israel. In 1956 and 1957 he was Her Majesty's Commissioner to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland, an office which he carried out with great dignity and acceptance.
These public services left leisure for radio talks and political discussions on television, and for writing articles which showed marked literary ability. A number of his radio talks have been published under the title, Long distance. Apart from his essays which have not yet been collected and published in book form and his research publications, the only book he wrote was Toryism in the twentieth century (1927) , in which he drew on his knowledge of biology in establishing the thesis that the development of conservative policy adapting it to social changes was a beneficent evolutionary process.
He received many honours. He was made a Fellow of the Royal Society in In the early summer of 1926 Mr Amery, then Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs and for the Colonies, formed under his own chairmanship the Empire Marketing Board. This new body was to steer the administration of a grant of £1 000000 a year, which the British Government-in compen sation for a promise of preferences on canned salmon and a few other commodities, which they had been debarred by an election pledge from fulfilling-had agreed to devote to 'furthering the marketing of Empire produce in this country'. I well remember the discouraging estimates of the virtues and prospects of this scheme which reached me at the time in Northern Ireland from high official quarters in London.
The Imperial Economic Committee, on whose recommendation the Board was created, had suggested that a substantial part of the grant should be devoted to scientific research. The E.M.B. pursued this suggestion by appointing a Research Grants Committee. Walter Elliot, as Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Scotland, was an original member of the E.M.B. He served during its first three years as chairman of that Committee and thereafter, upon a change of Government, as one of its leading members.
Under less active leadership, the E.M.B. might have become a machine placidly rubber-stamping ready-made projects for research. As it was, while always studious to seek the best scientific advice available, it retained the initiative for itself; and in that spirit it embarked on an active and widelyranging programme for improving the quality and diminishing the prevent iv e wastages of the Empire's agricultural products at home and overseas. It thus gathered about it a strikingly varied assembly of workers and coun sellors, whom its opportunities united in an enthusiasm rare among official organizations.
No one contributed more to the creation of that initiative and the genera tion of that enthusiasm than Walter Elliot. He brought to the research activities of the E.M .B. not only a scientific training b u t ideas and zest and gaiety. His m ind-especially when refreshed by one of his frequent visits to Scotland and communings with Jo h n O rr, then Director of the Row ett Research Institute-bubbled over with ideas. His colleagues could have had no better example of the tru th of th at pregnant saying of W illiam Blake's : 'T he cistern contains. T he fountain overflows.' This is no place to catalogue or to illustrate by more th an a few random samples the hundreds of grants, large and small, m ade by the E.M .B. for the advancem ent of scientific agricultural research. A t home they included massive support given at critical stages to H ard y 's work a t Cam bridge on food preservation and low tem perature problem s; to the work on fruit of H atto n a t East M ailing and of Barker and W allace a t Long Ashton; to Stapledon's work am ong the grasses at Aberystwyth and to the study of Em pire timbers at Princes Risborough. Overseas they fortified at agreed points the work of the A ustralian Com m onwealth Council of Scientific and Industrial Research and the similar New Zealand D epartm ent; the veter inary research of Theiler and du T oit a t O ndersteport and the developm ent of the Im perial College of Agriculture at T rinidad. In less orthodox fields they enabled the establishm ent of a station at Slough for the study of the infestation of stored products and of the 'Parasite Zoo' a t F arnham Royal. Y ear after year they m ade possible m any oversea journeys for scientists in pursuit of their specialized interests.
In an altogether different field also W alter Elliot m ade a notable contribu tion to the work of the E.M .B. As chairm an of a Film Com mittee, which it appointed in 1928, he played, in the teeth of m uch official opposition and other discouragements, a cardinal p a rt in the original work which, in Jo h n Grierson's 'Drifters', started the British docum entary film m ovem ent and dem onstrated-in films such as E lton's 'Shadow on the M ountain', based on Aberystwyth, and W right's 'O 'er Hill and D ale', shot at W alter Elliot's own Border sheep farm -how valuable the film could be for conveying the results of scientific research and good m anagem ent to those able to profit from them .
I like to believe th a t W alter Elliot, enjoyed as m uch as any of his other versatile public activities the opportunity which the E.M .B. gave him for the release and realization of ideas. I know th a t no one m ade a more original or fertile contribution than he to a task which, started from the ground am id pessimistic forecasts in 1926, earned towards the close of its less than seven years o f life the signal honour of being described by General Smuts in a m anuscript letter as 'the one bright spot in recent Em pire policy'.
